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Dedication

 


To Mandie

 


Because you believe in me without fail. . .

Coerce me into learning new things. . .

And always, always tell me the truth. . .

Even when I might not want to hear it.

 


This book is dedicated to you

With much love and gratitude.
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Prologue

 


When I was eight years old, my parents took me to a magic show. I remember it very clearly, because it was so unusual for us to do something like that. I think it was a sort of bribe; we had just moved again, the third time in two years, and I was feeling very lonely. We were living in Virginia, in a suburb of Washington, D.C., and the show was at a local theater.

Within a few minutes, I was thoroughly bored. The magician was plodding and methodical, and he thought through each trick as he did it. . .which meant that I knew very easily how it was accomplished. I could hear him plan his moves, and I watched his hands, saw the cards slip deftly between his fingers.

About midway through the show, the magician announced that he needed a volunteer from the audience for his next trick. Immediately a ripple ran through the crowd, as people murmured in anticipation. The magician cast his eyes over all of us, and although I had dropped my gaze to the ground, I knew the moment he had decided to choose me.

Cute kid. The audience will eat her up.

Alarmed, I looked over at my smiling parents as the magician’s assistant appeared next to me and took me by the hand. I tried to protest, dragging my feet, but somehow I found myself on the stage, blinking in the bright lights.

“So, little lady.” The magician looked me up and down. I felt the sense of resignation and boredom beneath the thin veneer of jollity. He wasn’t having any more fun than I was. I managed a weak smile.

“Would you like to tell everyone your name?” The assistant held a microphone below my chin and suddenly I could hear my own breath, echoing around the theatre.

“Tasmyn,” I answered, and my voice sounded thin and high.

“That’s a very unique name. Are you a unique little girl?” He smirked at me.

You have no idea, I thought.

“Okay, let’s do some magic, shall we?” The magician rubbed his hands together. “Can you guess what sort of prestidigitation we’re going to perform next?”

It was a rhetorical question, but I didn’t hear that. Instead I listened carefully to what he was thinking.

“Yes! You’re going to make me hold a bunch of little sponge ducks, and then they’ll jump from one hand to the other, and then they’ll all disappear.”

Surprise flickered across the magician’s face, but he covered it with a laugh. “Oh, so you’ve seen this show before, haven’t you? Hear that, folks? Seems like I have a real live groupie here, a big fan!”

I shook my head, but he ignored me. I could hear him running through his repertoire of volunteer-involving tricks, trying to decide which one he should use now.

In the end, he performed a simple sleight of hand card trick that I very nearly ruined by hearing each step before he did it.

After the show, as my wary parents tried to hustle me out of the theatre, the magician stopped us.

“That was quite a trick you performed up there, little lady. How many times have you seen this show?”

I replied before my parents could intercede. “I’ve never seen it. We just moved here.”

He looked at me suspiciously. “Then how did you know all that up on stage?”

For just a moment I was at a loss. Then I heard the pleading thoughts in my father’s head, and I met the magician’s eyes in a steady gaze.

“I guess it was magic.”

The magician snorted and rolled his eyes. He looked down at me in pitying condescension.

“Kid, don’t you know there’s no such thing as magic?”
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I was miserable.

I should have been supremely happy. It was Christmas in Florida, and just chilly enough to be seasonal, although of course there wasn’t any snow on the ground and the sun shone brightly through the rustling palm fronds. King High School, where I was a senior, was closed for the holiday, and our teachers had mercifully assigned nothing over the break.

Best of all, Michael was home. His classes had ended in early December, and I’d had him to myself for two weeks already. He would return to Perriman College after the new year began, but that was still two more weeks away. It was a slow time at the nursery that his family owned—and where I worked part time—so we had hours of uninterrupted time to walk, talk. . .to be together.

And I was miserable.

Oh, I did a good job of hiding it. When I was with Michael, I was the epitome of the perfect girlfriend. We laughed and talked about silly, inconsequential things. Part of me was simply resting in the peace of being with him.

But another part of me was constantly distracted. I wondered what Marica was doing, and I itched to stretch my newfound muscles of power and concentration. I was torn in two pieces: the old Tasmyn who only really lived when Michael was near, and this new and foreign Tasmyn who was somehow able to manage a double life. I floundered between the two halves, unable to find peace with either one.

My former chemistry teacher and current mentor, Marica Lacusta, had suggested this break during the Christmas holidays. She knew that with Michael home, I would have very little opportunity to spend time working with her. At first, I had been relieved, as I had been wondering how I would manage to explain huge chunks of missing time to Michael. But now I was restless, unable to stop thinking about her.

“Where are you?’ As if sensing my preoccupation, Michael reached over and squeezed my shoulder. “Earth to Tasmyn. . .”

I forced a smile and shook my head to clear it. “Sorry. Just. . .I don’t know. A thousand miles away.”

“Can I come along?” His face was close to mine, lips hovering inches from my ear.

“Of course. Actually, I was thinking about—college. Next year,” I lied and that old Tasmyn was appalled. I never lied to Michael. Keeping secrets from him as I’d been forced to do earlier this fall had almost crushed me. Yet now I was smoothly telling him total fabrications without blinking.

We were sitting in the swing on the deck at his parents’ house, enjoying the warmth of the sunshine and the cool of the late afternoon air. Michael had his arm draped around my shoulders as we lazily moved the swing back and forth.

He brushed hair away from my face with his free hand. “You aren’t worried, are you? I think you’re going to love Perriman.”

“No, not really. I liked what I saw last month, and I think it’ll be a good fit for me academically.”

“Then what? You have that frown, that crinkled brow. I know something’s bothering you.”

I shrugged. “It’s just change. The unknown, I guess.”

Here we go again. Something’s wrong. She’s shutting me out and. . .now I bet she’s hearing me.

I averted my eyes so that he couldn’t read the pain there. It was almost impossible for me to avoid hearing Michael’s thoughts. Somehow my connection to him was stronger than to anyone else I’d ever met. Even Marica. . .when she lowered her guard and allowed me to hear her, I still had to make a concerted effort to listen carefully. With Michael, it was as though his thoughts were my own.

“Hey.” He pulled away and sat up, tipping my chin up with his fingers so that I couldn’t hide my eyes. “What’s going on? I know you just heard me.”

“I’m sorry,” I apologized and hated that I had to do it.

“What are your sorry for? For shutting me out, or for hearing me think about it?”

I leaned away, scooting to the other corner of the swing. “Both, I guess.”

Michael dropped his hand away from my face and sighed. “You know you don’t have to worry about hearing me. I’m used to it. I expect it. But you have to understand how frustrating it is that you don’t have to guess what’s going on in my mind while I don’t have that same advantage.”

“I tell you everything,” I protested feebly and—to my own ears, at least—somewhat unconvincingly.

“Maybe you do, most of the time,” Michael allowed. “But sometimes I think—I worry—that you justify hiding things because you think you’re protecting me. Like you did with your parents, when you first moved here and everything was happening with Nell. Like you did with me, this past fall.”

“I can’t believe you’re bringing that up again!” Close to tears, I jumped up and stalked across the deck to the railing. “I thought we were over that.”

“It never really crossed my mind again until these past few days, when you’ve felt so. . .distant. So removed from me. It makes me wonder what I don’t know this time.”

“So you’re saying you can’t trust me?” I could barely choke out the words over the lump in my throat, and tears were trickling down my cheeks.

Michael was silent. I could feel the turmoil coming from him, but I didn’t turn around.

Then I heard him.

I don’t know if I can. I never thought—after all we’ve gone through—but now it feels like she’s not really here with me, not totally. . .

And fleetingly, so softly below the surface of his conscious thoughts, almost lost among the confused jumble of his subconscious, I heard what I’d always somehow dreaded hearing from him.

Was I wrong? To push her, to pursue her? Is THIS wrong? Are we not really meant to be?

I gripped the wooden railing until the splinters dug into my palms. My heart pounded in my ears, drowning out anything else from Michael’s mind. For a moment the world spun, and I couldn’t breathe.

Michael came up behind me, apparently oblivious to my anguish. He threaded his arms under mine and pulled me back against him, holding me close. My fingers, still tight on the railing, stung as they scraped across the wood.

“Of course I can trust you,” he whispered, answering my earlier question. “We’re both dealing with a lot of change, with me being away and everything that happened this fall with the Pryces. We knew there’d be adjustments. I don’t want you to think there’s anything you can’t tell me, anything that I won’t understand.”

Oh, I’d like to test that theory, the new and brash Tasmyn thought wryly. The old me was still too stunned and shaken to take in anything Michael was saying.

I forced myself to relax against him, laying my head on his chest and feeling his chin rub softly on the top of my hair. He took that as agreement, and I didn’t have to say a word.

But I already knew what I had to do.
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That night I lay in bed, waiting for the tears. An awful, aching emptiness fell on me, but somehow I couldn’t cry. The pain was too deep and immense for the simplicity of tears.

I kept hearing Michael’s thought, playing over and over again in an endless, horrible loop. Are we really not meant to be? Was I wrong?

That practical, removed part of me was already resigned to what had to happen next. I always knew that it was too wonderful to last, that it happened too fast to be real. Someday he was going to realize that things like love at first sight don’t really exist.

But he DOES love me! The hurting, bleeding part of me cried. He didn’t say he didn’t. He didn’t even think that.

The new and unruffled Tasmyn rolled her eyes. Just because he’s lying to himself doesn’t mean I have to wait around for him to realize it. Better to make the break now. Better for me to be the one to do it.

I thought about that for a few silent moments. I saw Michael’s face, more familiar and beloved to me than my own. And on that face, I pictured not the tender expressions of love I was accustomed to, but instead pity and regret. My heart broke all over again, and I curled in on myself, unable to breathe for pain.

I could live through my own hurt. It would scar me, change me, but I would survive. What I could not even imagine was the idea of using Michael’s sense of obligation to keep him with me. That would kill me.

The decision, once made, gave me some sense of awful resignation. Now the only question was how to make it happen while still protecting Michael from as much hurt as possible. I could wait for him to go back to college and then call him. That would be easier for me, when he was too far away for me to hear his thoughts or feel his pain, but it seemed cowardly. And I knew I couldn’t get through the next two weeks, pretending that everything was fine, putting on the act of the loving girlfriend, all the time knowing that it was going to end. No, better to face him here. . .and soon. If I put it off, I’d find a reason not to do it.

I toyed briefly with the idea of calling my friend Rafe and asking him to help me. Rafe, a descendant of one of King’s original families, possessed a gift that allowed him to manipulate minds, make people forget things. I knew if I asked him, he would comply; he was definitely less wary of using his talents than I had ever been. But doing that would take away from what Michael and I had shared. I owed him whatever pain would come to me by doing this, and although it nearly killed me to imagine how he might feel at first, knowing that I was ultimately doing this for his own good strengthened my resolve.

By the next morning, I had it all planned. I couldn’t bring myself to do it at any of our most special places; not the magical spot between the citrus trees and evergreens, where we had first expressed our love, nor the sandy lakeshore at Lancer Park, where we had shared our first kiss. No, it had to be someplace completely different, if only for my own sanity. I needed to keep those memories untarnished.

Instead I texted him, suggesting that he come over for lunch. My father would be at work, and my mom had planned a day out with the group of friends she had made within the past year. I would have the house to myself and several hours to recover before I had to face my parents.

Michael sent me a brief text in reply, saying he would be over by twelve. I spent the next three hours mentally rehearsing what I would say and how I would act.

When the bell rang at noon, I jumped as though electrocuted. My stomach clenched and my breath hitched, but I forced my feet to move to the door.

Michael was leaning against the door jam. He greeted me with his usual incredible smile, and I could feel his thoughts, bright and shiny. For the first time ever, I pushed them away and made a concerted effort to shut him out completely.

“Hey, gorgeous.” A tiny frown formed between his eyes, as though he sensed something was amiss.

“Hey.” I led him back to the kitchen table where I had put out plates and the quick lunch I had made that morning. “I hope pizza’s okay.”’

“Sure.” He pulled out my chair first, always the perfect gentleman. I shoved that thought down as well.

We were both quiet as I served the pizza and Michael began to eat. I couldn’t do more that pick at the crust.

“Tas. . .” He reached over and touched my cheek. “What’s wrong? You have shadows under your eyes, and you’re not eating.” He studied me carefully. “You look like you didn’t sleep. You didn’t have another Nell dream, did you?”

I shook my head. No, I hadn’t dreamed about Nell since the fateful day in the clearing at Lake Rosu, when I had first tested my power with Marica and been abducted by Cara’s father. I wasn’t sure if I was glad of that or if Nell’s absence, even in my dreams, made me uneasy.

“Then what is it?” Carefully he wiped his chin with the napkin and looked at me expectantly.

This was it, the opening I needed. I opened my mouth to speak and found no voice. I closed my eyes, building up that new wall so that I heard as little as possible.

“Michael. . .” I cleared my throat, as my voice sounded reedy. “Michael, we need to talk. Or maybe I need to talk. I-I haven’t been fair to you. Or to myself.” I knew I had to make it about me, what was best for me—or make him think that, at least.

Now he was frowning in earnest. “What are you talking about?”

“I’m talking about facing facts.” My practiced speech was coming back to me, and I sensed it was the cool and unaffected Tasmyn who was taking over. Gratefully I surrendered and allowed the torn and weeping me to retreat.

“What we had, when I first moved here—well, it was great. It worked for both of us, and I’ll never forget it. But with you off at school now—it’s hard. I’m a senior, and I don’t want to spend the rest of my year moping around. I think-” I drew in a deep breath. “I think I need some space.”

Michael’s face was immobile, and he stared at me steadily. I wondered if he was thinking something he wanted me to hear, and I resisted the temptation to just lower the wall a tad and listen for a moment—

But no. I swallowed hard and forced myself to remember the day before and the cold reality of his thoughts. No, I steeled myself, what I heard yesterday was the truth. What he thought now would just be in reaction to my words now.

“What about—what about all the plans we made? Everything we’ve been talking about? You—you’re the one person in the world I can ever love, the only one I ever want to love. You are the other half of my soul.”

The lump in my throat grew. “We made those plans—too early. We barely knew each other. You don’t know that any of that—the stuff about your family is even real. And even if it is-” This was going to be hardest part, and I plunged ahead, unable to stop now. “Where is my choice in that? If for some reason it does work that way, why don’t the women have a say in the matter?”

Michael recoiled as though I had struck him, which in a very real way I had. His eyes narrowed.

“Tasmyn, where is this coming from? I don’t get it. I know you’ve been kind of—well, distant, I guess, since I came home for Christmas. But I figured we just needed some time to reconnect. This—it’s coming out of nowhere.”

I took a deep breath and spread my hands out on the table. “Look, Michael. I’m sorry if this is hard on you. But I have to think about myself, too, and this has been on my mind for quite a while. I need some time, and I need some space. And that means making a break—from you and me. From your family, from the nursery. I just want you to respect that. Let’s not make it harder on both of us by turning this into a big deal.”

Michael pushed his chair back from the table and paced the small eating area. He pushed his hand through his hair and then spun to look at me.

He was staring intently again, and I knew what he was trying to do. I refused to meet his eyes.

“Tasmyn, are you blocking me? Are you trying not to hear me?”

I kept my gaze on the floor. “I have to look after myself,” I muttered. “You just have to accept it. I think you should go now.”

The room was so silent that I could hear the brush of the palm trees against the side of the house. When Michael spoke again, his voice was low and defeated. “I don’t get this, Tasmyn. Not at all. I understand that you’ve been through a lot this fall, and I know it was tough on you, especially with me being away. But—I never thought there was anything we couldn’t get through together. I don’t know what to say to you.

“I’m going to leave, since that is so obviously what you want right now. But I’m not giving up. I swear to you—I won’t give up on us. I’ll call you tonight.”

I shook my head emphatically. I knew this had to be it. I couldn’t stretch the pain out into more agony. “Don’t. I won’t answer.”

“I don’t care. I’ll do it anyway. I refuse to believe you really mean this.” He reached out as thought to touch my hair, and then let his hand drop. Without another word, he wheeled around and strode out of the kitchen. Brief seconds later I heard the front door slam, and moments after that, the Mustang’s engine roared to life outside.

Mechanically I picked up our plates, the pizza and the cups and threw them all into the trashcan. I wiped off the table, leaving no evidence that Michael had even been there.

And then I walked into my bedroom and pulled the shutters tightly closed. I lay down on the bed and buried my face in the pillow. Now that it was over, strong and efficient Tasmyn had vanished, leaving me with the broken and empty fragment of my soul.
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Tasmyn, it’s me. So you’re not going to answer. Fine. I told you I’d call. I was hoping. . .I wanted you to answer and tell me this afternoon was. . .I don’t know. A mistake. I don’t know what to say to you. I don’t know what’s going on in your head. Well, what else is new, right? Anyway. . I’m here. I love you. Call me.

 


When I woke in the late afternoon, the sun was low in the sky, and I was momentarily confused. My mind moved lugubriously from heavy sleep to wakefulness, keeping me numb until the pain suddenly bit once again, and I remembered everything.

I lay back on the bed, catching my breath and trying to make sense of what I had done. I began to pick up random floating thoughts and feelings, and I realized my mother was home. I felt her concern, and by concentrating just a little, I could hear what she was thinking. She was talking to Michael on the phone.

“I’m sorry, Michael, I don’t know what to tell you.” Why would she break things off with him? She hasn’t said a word. . .but she has been quieter lately. She has seemed different. “She hasn’t told us anything. No, I don’t think you should come over right now. She’s asleep, and maybe she needs that. Yes, I know you’re worried about her, too. I wish I could help you—no. Of course not. As far as we knew, everything was fine. This isn’t like her at all, you know that. Something must be up.” What now? Since we’ve moved here, it’s one thing after another. I thought we were finally settling down.

“Listen, Michael, try to calm down. I’ll talk to her, I promise. I can’t say it will make any difference, but. . .yes. Okay. Bye now.”

I couldn’t hear my mom’s heavy sigh as she hung up the phone, but I could feel it. Guilt warred with annoyance.

Why is he bringing her into this? It seemed take-charge Tasmyn had rejoined me, and she was irritated, while my heart broke once again at what I imagined Michael had been saying to my mother.

My bedroom door opened, and my mom slipped in. “Are you awake?” When I nodded, she sat down at the end of the bed.

“That was Michael on the phone,” she began, and before I knew what I was doing, I rolled my eyes.

My mother stopped speaking and raised one eyebrow. “Would you like to explain to me what’s going on?” Her tone was deceptively calm.

I shrugged, unable to quite meet her eyes. “I guess you already know. I told Michael I didn’t want to see him anymore.”

“This was rather sudden, wasn’t it?”

I fiddled with the bedspread. “I guess. It’s been on my mind for a while, and it just seemed like I should get it out now.” When she didn’t answer, I finally looked up. “I thought you and Daddy would be relieved.”

My mother shook her head sadly. “Tas, why would you think that? You know we love Michael. He’s a great kid—a great young man.”

I pressed my lips together. “You told me last year you didn’t think we should be so serious. You were right. It just took me a little while to figure it out.”

“Tasmyn, what’s really going on? I can see it in your face—you’re miserable. Talk to me. Tell me what brought this on.”
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